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Abstract 


The Philippine Academy of Occupational Therapists, Inc. (PAOT) promulgated telehealth services as an alternative service 
delivery model for occupational therapy in the Philippines in response to the varied levels of community quarantines imposed 
by the government to control the spread of the coronavirus (COVID-19). This study aims to determine the beliefs of some 
Filipino caregivers in Batangas City regarding occupational therapy through telehealth who did not avail the services. Semi- 
structured one-on-one interviews were done to gather the beliefs and perspectives of caregivers. All data were recorded, 
transcribed and analyzed through thematic analysis. Caregivers believed that occupational therapy through telehealth is 


challenging and regarded it as their last option. 
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Introduction 


The pandemic brought upon by COVID-19 has made it 
nearly impossible for people to do things that they need and 
want to do outside of their homes. Therefore, new mediums 
of service delivery became more common. Business 
meetings, classes, and even healthcare services are now 
done virtually. This includes telehealth, which the World 
Health Organization (WHO) defines as “the delivery of health 
care services, where distance is a critical factor, by all health 
care professionals using information and communication 
technologies for the exchange of valid information for the 
diagnosis, treatment and prevention of disease and injuries, 
research and evaluation, and for the continuing education 
of health care providers, all in the interest of advancing the 
health of individuals and their communities” [1]. Telehealth 
has made it possible for people who regularly go to therapy to 
receive the services they need while limiting physical contact 
and time constraints. However, telehealth is fairly new in 
developing countries, making people unsure about it. Some 
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people who receive therapy services, and even caregivers, 
have opted to just wait until the pandemic is over before they 
or their children receive therapy services. 


Telehealth as a Service Delivery Model 


Telehealth refers to the use of communication 
technologies for the delivery of healthcare services remotely 
[1]. It was expanded in response to limited healthcare 
and mental healthcare facilities in underserved and rural 
populations [2]. Additionally, it contributes to achieving 
universal health coverage by improving access of patients 
to quality, cost-effective, health services wherever they 
may be. It is particularly valuable for those in remote areas, 
vulnerable groups and ageing populations [3]. The mode of 
this service consists of both synchronous and asynchronous 
sessions wherein the patient and provider interact on real 
time or on their own time respectively [4,5]. Moreover, this 
system has also been fortunate in minimizing the number 
of hospital readmissions due to predictable situations. 
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Generally, telehealth systems are commended for reducing 
time and travel costs, as well as for the convenience of the 
clients as stated by Bull, et al. [2]. However, there are also 
disadvantages in using telehealth: issues of privacy and 
security included the potential hacking or leaking of private 
health information, a lack of face-face-contact, which may be 
necessary for treatment or diagnoses, not feeling connected 
to the healthcare provider, and not knowing how to use 
the device properly, misreading of information, or having 
usability issues [2]. 


Perceptions of Caregivers about Telehealth 


In a research conducted by Almathami, et al. [6] a 
number of patients preferred the traditional face-to-face 
delivery of service over telehealth. According to them, the 
resistance of caregivers with regards to telehealth mainly 
stems from lack of technology or the systems to be used. In 
contrast, according to the study conducted by Johnston, et al. 
[7], caregivers without telehealth experience are often open 
to the idea of using this as a service model. She also points 
out that they recognize its ability to create opportunities for 
families and individuals with disabilities. However, there 
are still uncertainties regarding the use of telehealth. This 
perception is due to a lack of awareness regarding telehealth 
and lack of information on its effectiveness compared to 
in-person care. For the general opinion of Cason, et al. [8], 
there are several factors that may influence refusal to avail 
telehealth. Based on her statement, one factor is that a 
caregiver may question their child’s safety. Additionally, she 
stated that some clients may not be suitable for telehealth, 
citing inability to access the required technology as an 
example. This is also supported by a study conducted by 
Salomone, et al. [9], wherein she stated that clients who are 
less likely to avail telehealth are also parents who are not 
technology-driven. Conversely, the perspectives of some 
parents and practitioners about telehealth are more on its 
advantages, wherein it will be more efficient for their child 
and patients according to a study by Iacono, et al. [10]. 
Additionally, they stated that delays in national infrastructure 
to support efficient and low cost internet connectivity add to 
its disadvantages. 


Philippine Context on Telehealth 


As mentioned by the Philippine Academy of Occupational 
Therapists (PAOT) [11] in their guidelines amidst the 
pandemic, occupational therapists should explore other 
means of service delivery, which include but is not limited 
to telehealth. Moreover, the same standards of practice 
observed in the traditional mode of service delivery are also 
to be followed in these alternative means. Furthermore, the 
therapist should make sure that the overall benefit from the 
alternative form of service provision outweighs the risks. 
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Nonetheless, this study focused on determining the 
beliefs of caregivers in Batangas City who have not chosen 
to avail occupational therapy through telehealth during the 
pandemic. 


Methods 


The study explored the beliefs of four (4) caregivers 
availing therapy in a private therapy center in Batangas about 
telehealth exploring the reason behind their decision for 
not choosing this alternative option to their child’s ongoing 
treatment during the pandemic. 


Ethical Considerations 


Upon the approval of the Department of Occupational 
Therapy under the College of Allied Medical Sciences, 
University of Batangas, the study commenced. Ethical 
considerations were made wherein an informed consent 
was taken from each participant before each interview. 
Confidentiality and the right to withdraw at any point of the 
study were emphasized. 


Participant Recruitment 


The participants involved in this study are caregivers 
of those children with special needs attending in-person 
therapy in a private therapy center in Batangas City. The 
researchers used a purposive sampling method which is 
very useful in situations at which point the researchers need 
to reach a targeted sample quickly, and where sampling for 
proportionality is not the main concern [12]. The criteria for 
inclusion of subjects consisted of caregivers whose child is 
availing in-person occupational therapy in a private center 
in Batangas but did not avail of telehealth services during 
the various levels of community quarantines. Participants 
excluded are caregivers who availed telehealth in Batangas 
during the quarantine. 


Data Gathering Procedure 


Data collection was undertaken through a series of steps. 
Aset of guide questions were formulated based ona literature 
review. It was agreed upon by all authors of the study. After 
the collection of informed consent, the guide questions were 
coordinated to the participants of the study through various 
methods such as phone calls, SMS, online chat, and so on. 
Follow-ups were provided to clarify some information. The 
data collected were transcribed properly and verified by 
each author. Thematic analysis was done afterwards, which 
according to Maguire, et al. [13], is the process of pointing 
out patterns or themes within qualitative data. Through this, 
the researchers familiarized themselves with the data and 
generated initial codes. Afterwards, emergent themes were 
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identified, reviewed, and defined. And lastly, the themes 
were used [14]. 


Findings and Discussion 


The study engaged caregivers in Batangas City who 
did not avail Telehealth during the quarantine. A total of 4 
participants participated in the study, with a total of 3 out of 
4 participants being in the early adulthood stage while only 1 
in the middle adulthood stage. An analysis of their childrens’ 
diagnosis revealed that the majority are diagnosed with 
Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD). See Table 1. 


Participant | Age | Child’s Age | Child’s Diagnosis 
Participant 1 | 24 Undiagnosed 
Participant 2 | 33 8 ASD 
Participant3 | 41 8 ASD 
Participant 4 | 39 13 ASD with epilepsy 


Table 1: Profile of the Respondents. 


Two themes emerged from the analysis: telehealth as 
challenging and telehealth as the last option. 


Telehealth as Challenging 


All participants considered telehealth as challenging. 
Participant 1 stated that her child may get unfocused in 
telehealth and that there is less interaction with the therapist 
in telehealth. Participant 2 stated, “..the child’s actual 
behavior cannot just easily be seen from the gadget’s screen.” 
Additionally, it was stated that the attention of the student is 
not totally focused on the task via telehealth as compared to 
actual and face to face activity. Participant 3 stated, “..because 
it’s not suitable for us. We have a poor internet connection 
here in [location] and also we experience power interruption 
most of the time.” The participant also stated that there can 
be miscommunication between the therapist and the child 
during the telehealth or session. Participant 4 stated “..he 
[the child] will not participate in front of the computer. He 
fidgets and doesn’t want to sit for long periods.” It was also 
stated that considering the new normal situation, special 
child adaptation is quite difficult especially in performing 
tasks that need physical assistance and guidance. Hence, the 
participant believes that face to face therapy is more effective. 
And lastly, a participant noted, “It is costly. Adaptation to 
computer-based classes depends on the performance and 
behavior of the child. There is limited gross motor or physical 
activities.” 


In a statement reported by the Department of 
Information and Communication Technology (DICT) in 2017 
[15], the average mobile internet speed in the Philippines 


Delos Reyes RC, et al. Beliefs of Filipino Caregivers on Occupational Therapy through 


Telehealth. Ann Physiother Occup Ther 2021, 4(1): 000187. 


was 8.5 Mbps. Additionally, in 2019, the Philippines was 
below the global average of 26.12 Mbps, ranking 103rd out 
of 139 surveyed countries according to the Speedtest Global 
Index [16] . These articles support the internet concerns of 
some caregivers who did not avail telehealth. Aside from 
internet problems, caregivers view telehealth as challenging 
due to their children’s attention. According to Critchley, et al. 
[17] children have a hard time paying attention since they 
sometimes find it hard to filter out distractions. Additionally, 
majority of the caregiver’s children were diagnosed with 
ASD, which are found to have a weaker orienting attention 
compared to typically developing children according to a 
study conducted by Keehn, Lincoln, Miller, & Townsend [18]. 


Telehealth as the Last Option 


All participants considered telehealth as the last option. 
They said that how they see themselves availing telehealth 
for their children. Participant 1 stated she will avail telehealth 
when her child is older and when she is too busy to go to the 
therapy center for in-person services. Participant 2 stated, 
“When during this pandemic we will need telehealth and 
my son is not yet allowed to go out or if telehealth will be 
mandatory by the government.” Participant 3 stated, “..when 
he is starting to show behaviors that need help.” And lastly, 
Participant 4 stated “If the pandemic continues and there 
is no other option.” Furthermore, the participants showed 
interest in availing telehealth in the near future when the 
necessity arises. 


According to the Interim Guidelines on the Practice 
of Occupational Therapy amidst the Coronavirus Disease 
(COVID-19) Situation in the Philippines released by the 
Philippine Academy of Occupational Therapists (PAOT) [19], 
in-person services may continue depending on the policy 
directives of the authorities. Last July, the city of Batangas 
was placed under Modified General Community Quarantine 
(MGCQ), wherein measures were relaxed, allowing 
businesses such as therapy centers to open [20,21]. This has 
allowed caregivers who did not avail telehealth to go back to 
in-person therapy. 


Conclusion 


This study identified the beliefs of the caregivers on 
the use of telehealth. As mentioned, the purpose of this 
study is to explore the perceptions of the caregiver on 
Telehealth by determining the general ideas of the caregiver 
about telehealth and the reasons for why they did not 
avail Telehealth. Caregivers view telehealth as challenging 
because their child may have attention problems, some 
frequently experience poor internet connection and power 
interruption, and some don't see telehealth as effective as 
in-person therapy. Moreover, caregivers consider telehealth 
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as a last option if they already have no choice aside from it 
and when they already have no time for their child to go to 
therapy centers for in-person therapy services. 


Limitations of the Study 


Several limitations were needed to be considered when 
interpreting the findings of this study. The interview was 
semi-structured instead of a free flowing discussion. The 
study used a small number of participants, hence cannot be 
generalized. 


Recommendations 


There should be a higher number of respondents to 
accurately represent the population more and explore 
other research methods. The authors suggest to continue 
educating the parents and caregiver of their clients about 
telehealth and its full potential as an alternative option for 
their child’s need and to always maintain safety protocols 
that were implemented in therapy centers in consideration 
with the new normal as the caregivers still preferred to have 
face to face therapy sessions. 
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